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Abstract 

Traditional healers are frequently consulted to treat heart problems and disorders of the circulatory system. Most treatments 
of the circulatory system involve the purification of the blood in order to improve the general condition of the patient. A total of 
60 plant species belonging to 52 genera and 33 families were documented and identified as heart herbal remedies in Northern 
Peru. Most species used were Asteraceae, followed by Lamiaceae. Asteraceae were under-represented as heart remedies in 
comparison to the overall medicinal flora of Northern Peru; Lamiaceae and Euphorbiaceae were clearly over-represented. 
The majority of heart remedies were prepared from whole plants, which is uncharacteristic for the region s medicinal plant 
preparations. In almost 70% of the cases fresh plant material was used to prepare remedies. Over 90% of the remedies were 
applied orally. This is very different from the regional average of application. Over 65% of all remedies were prepared as 
mixtures with multiple ingredients by boiling plant material either in water or in sugarcane spirit. Little bio-medicinal evidence 
exists to date to prove the efficacy of the species employed as heart remedies in Northern Peru. Only 33% of the plants found or 
related species in the same genus have been studied at all from a western pharmacological perspective. The information gained 
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Resumen 


En el norte del Peru 


tratamiento 


purificacion 


paciente. Un total de 60 especies de plantas de 52 generos y 33 familias fueron encontradas como remedios para problem as 
de corazon en el norte de Peru. La mayoria de las especies pertenecen a la familia Asteraceae, segu.do por Lamiaceae. Sin 
embargo, las Asteraceae fueren menos representadas en comparacion a la flora medicinal total de la region, mtentras Lamiaceae 
y Euphorbiaceae fueron sobre-representados. Un 70% de los remedios fueron preparados con plantas frescas, y en el 90% de 
los cases la administracion es por via oral. El 65% de los remedios representaron mezclas de ingredientes mult.ples con as 
plantas sancochadas en agua o aguardiente. Existe muy poca evidencia cientifica sobre la eficacia de las plantas usa 
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para identificar candidates para tratamiento de problemas de corazon. Claramente se requiere estudios mas detallados sobre 
la eficacia y seguridad de los remedios. 
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Introduction 


Cardiovascular diseases are collectively the number 
one cause of death on the globe, accounting for over 
30% of all deaths worldwide, 80% of which occur 
in lower income countries with often little western 
healthcare available. Lower income groups have 
generally a higher prevalence of risk factors (WHO, 
2009). Traditional Medicine is used globally and has 
rapidly growing economic importance. In developing 
countries, Traditional Medicine is often the only 
accessible and affordable treatment available. In Latin 
America, the WHO Regional Office for the Americas 
(AMRO/PAHO) reports that 71% of the population 
in Chile and 40% of the population in Colombia have 
used Traditional Medicine. In many Asian countries 
Traditional Medicine is widely used, even though 
Western Medicine is often readily available. In Japan, 
60-70% of allopathic doctors prescribe traditional 
medicines for their patients. Complementary Alternative 
Medicine is also becoming more and more popular 
in many developed countries. In the US the number 
of visits to providers of Complementary Alternative 
Medicine (CAM) now exceeds by far the number of 
visits to all primary care physicians (WHO, 1999; 
2002). Forty-two percent of the population in the US 
have used Complementary Alternative Medicine at 
least once (WHO, 1998), and a national survey reported 
that the use of at least one of 16 alternative therapies 
increased from 34% in 1990 to 42% in 1997 (UNCCD, 
2000). The expense for the use of Traditional and 
Complementary Alternative Medicine is exponentially 
growing in many parts of the world. The 1997 out- 
of-pocket Complementary Alternative Medicine 
expenditure was estimated at US$ 2.7 billion in the 
USA. The world market for herbal medicines based 
on traditional knowledge is now estimated at US$ 60 
billion (Breevort, 1998). 


Northern Peru is believed to be the center of the 
Central Andean Health Axis, an area with a particularly 
vibrant healing tradition stretching from southern Peru 
to central Ecuador (Camino, 1992), and traditional 
medicinal practices in this region are still an important 
component of everyday life (Bussmann & Sharon. 


2006; Bussmann, 2006; De Feo, 1992; Joralemon 
& Sharon, 1993; Polia, 1988; Sharon, 1978, 1980, 
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1994, 2000; Sharon & Bussmann, 2006). Traditional 
Medicine is also gaining more and more respect from 
national governments and health providers. Peru's 
National Program in Complementary Medicine and the 
Pan American Health Organization recently compared 
Complementary Medicine to allopathic medicine in 
clinics and hospitals operating within the Peruvian 

Social Security System (EsSalud, 2000). According to 
WHO (2002), the sustainable cultivation and harvesting 
of medicinal species is one of the most important 
challenges for the next few years. 

Materials and Methods 

Plant Collections 

Plants in Peru were collected in the field, in markets, 
and at the homes of traditional healers (curanderos) in 
Northern Peru (Fig. 1) in August-September 2001, July- 
August 2002, July-August 2003, June-August 2004, 
July-August 2005, July-August 2006, June-August 
2007, June-August 2008, March-April 2009 and June- 
August 2009. A total of 116 informants (10 healers 
and all market venders) in the Trujillo and Chiclayo 
area were interviewed using structured questionnaires. 
Many market venders act as both, providers of plant 
material, as well as healers with their own small 
herbal clinics, or give advice on which plants to use 
for a certain condition. Most dedicated their full time 
to their profession and charge for their treatments. 
The informants were always provided with fresh 
plant material, either collected with them, by them, or 
available at their market stands. The questionnaires did 
not include any reference as to disease concepts, plant 
parts or preparations. In contrast, the participants were 
only asked simple questions along the lines “What is 
this plant used for, which part, which quantity, how is it 
prepared, are any other plants added to the mixture.” All 
questions were asked in the same order. All informants 
were of Mestizo origin, and spoke only Spanish as their 
native language. The study covered the four existing 
medicinal plant markets of the region, and included all 
venders present. All interviews were conducted with the 
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same set of participants. The specimens arc registered 
under the collection series “RBU/PL,” “ISA,” “GER," 
“JULS,” “EHCHL,” “VFCHL,” “TRUBH," and 
“TRUVANERIC A,” depending on the year of fieldwork 
and collection location. Surveys were conducted in 
Spanish by fluent speakers. Surveyors would approach 
healers and market vendors and explain the premise 
for the study, including the goal of conservation of 
medicinal plants in the area. 


Vouchers ol all specimens were deposited at the 
Herbario Truxillensis (HUT, Universidad Nacional 
de Trujillo), and Herbario Antenor Orrego (HAO, 
Universidad Privada Antenor Orrego Trujillo). In order 
to recognize Peru’s rights under the Convention on 
Biological Diversity, most notably with regard to the 
conservation of genetic resources in the framework of 
a study treating medicinal plants, the identification of 
the plant material was conducted entirely in Peru. No 
plant material was exported in any form whatsoever. 


Nomenclature 


The nomenclature ol plant families, genera, and 
species follows the Catalogue of the Flowering Plants 
and Gymnosperms of Peru (Brako & Zarucchi 1993) 
and the ( atalogue of Vascular Plants of Ecuador 
(Jorgensen & Leon-Yanez 1999). The nomenclature 
was compared to the TROPICOS database. Species 
were identified using the available volumes of the Flora 
of Peru (McBride 1936-1981), as well as Jorgensen & 
Ulloa Ulloa (1994), Pestalozzi (1998) and Ulloa Ulloa 
& Jorgensen (1993), and the available volumes of the 
Flora of Ecuador (Sparre & Harling 1978-2009), and 
reference material in the herbaria HUT, HAO, QCA. 
LOJA and QCNE. 


Results and Discussion 


Traditional healers are frequently consulted to treat 
heart problems and disorders of the circulatory system. 
The healers encountered used a wide variety of terms 
relating to heart problems, that in part generalized the 
condition (e.g. “heart disease”), included references 
to conditions as underlying cause ot heart problems 
(e.g. “cholesterol”), or simply used terms to indicated 


treatment options (e.g. “blood irrigation” as term 
referring to “thin” a patients blood, “blood purification.” 
or “refreshing the heart” as terms indicating a process 
cleansing the blood from suspected toxins, or “blood 
circulation,” indicating a treatment that would improve 
circulation). The use of western style bio-medicinal 
terms is not surprising, given that all informants were 
of Mestizo origin, and lived in an urban environment. 

Most treatments of the circulatory system involved 

w » 

the purification of the blood in order to improve 
the general condition of the patient. In addition, the 
fashionable concept of “weight management” and 
conditions related to obesity has entered into the domain 
of Peruvian healers. All healers readily acknowledge the 
negative influence of high cholesterol levels, and plant 
remedies were used specifically to lower cholesterol 
as well as weight loss therapies, while plants used for 
weight gain were insignificant. 

A total of 60 plant species belonging to 52 genera 
and 33 families were documented and identified as heart 
herbal remedies in Northern Peru. Most species used were 
Asteraceae (7 species, 11.67%), followed by Lamiaceae 
(6 species, 10%), and Solanaceae (4 species. 6.67%). 
Fabaceae, Amaranthaceae and Cucurbitaceae each 
contributed 3 species (5%) to the heart pharmacopoeia 
(Fig. 2). All other twenty-seven families contributed 
only one or two species each to the pharmacopoeia. A 
complete overview of all plants encountered, including 
data on use-recipes and preparation, is given in Appendix 
1. Asteraceae are in general under-represented as heart 
remedies in comparison to the medicinal flora used in 
Northern Peru: Lamiaceae and Euphorbiaceae are clearly 
over-represented in comparison to the overall medicinal 
flora, while some other medicinally important tamilies 
(e.g. Poaceae, Lycopodiaceae, Rosaceae) are completely 
missing from the heart portfolio (Tab. 1) (Bussmann & 

Sharon, 2006). 

The majority of heart remedies were prepared from 

whole plants (37.18%), while the leaves (24.36%), 
stems (15.38%), and flowers (7.69%) were used less 
frequently (Tab. 2). Whole plants were more often used 
than characteristic for the overall medicinal preparations 
found in the region (Bussmann & Sharon, 2006). In 


Arnaldoa 18(2): 167- 178, 2011 


169 




Bussmann & Glenn: Plants for heart ailments 


( Quito* <M 
> AEcuado' 


Rainforest (<2500m) 
Cloud Forest (>2500m) 

Swamp Forest 
Dry Forest 
Mangrove 
Deforested Areas 
Research Area 



Fig. 1. Research area 


almost 70% of the cases fresh plant material was used 
to prepare remedies, which differs little from the main 
herbal preparation mode in Northern Peru. Over 90% of 
the remedies were applied orally, while the remaining 
ones were applied topically. This is very different 
from the regional average of application. Over 65% of 
all remedies were prepared as mixtures with multiple 
ingredients by boiling plant material either in water or 
in sugarcane spirit. This indicates that the local healers 
have a very profound knowledge about the synergistic 
effects of plants in multi-ingredient preparations. 

Table 1. Comparison of heart medicines to the 10 most important plant 
families of the medicinal flora of northern Peru (after Bussmann 
& Sharon. 2006) 


Heart conditions 


Medicinal flora of North Peru 

Family 

% 

Family 

% 

Asteraceae 

11.67 

Asteraceae 

13.64 

Fabaceae 

5 

Fabaceae 

6.82 

Lamiaceae 

10 

Lamiaceae 

4.87 

Solanaceae 

3.33 

Solanaceae 

4.09 

Euphorbiaceae 

6.67 

Euphorbiaceae 

2.33 

Poaceae 

0 

Poaceae 

2.33 

Apiaceae 

3.33 

Apiaceae 

2.14 

Lycopodiaceae 

0 

a J.ycopodiaceae 

1.95 

Cucurbitaceae 

5 

Cucurbitaceae 

1.75 


Most important plant families 
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Fig. 2. Most important plant families 
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Table 2. Plant parts used for treatment of heart conditions 


Plant Part 

% 

Leaves 

24.36 

Whole plant 

37.18 

Stems 

15.38 

Flowers 

7.69 

Seeds 

3.85 

Fruit 

5.13 

Root 

1.28 

Bark 

3.85 

Wood 

1.28 


Little scientific evidence exists to date to prove the 
efficacy of the species employed as heart remedies in 
Northern Pern. Only 33% of the plants found or related 
species in the same genus have been studied at all. 
Ambrosia sp. show some promise in the treatment of 
myocardial infarction (de Zwaan et al., 2001). Citmllus 
spp., Sanguisorba sp., Viola sp., Lavandula sp. and 
Smilax spp. are used in the Middle East to treat heart 
problems (Azazieh et al., 2006), the latter species with 
good indications for clinical efficacy (Kreider et al., 
2004). Cucurbita spp. and Cuphea spp. were found 
to be effective in Brazil (Neel et al., 1964; Botsaris, 
2007). The use and efficacy of Lathyrus sp. is widely 
documented (Abrahams & Cockshott, 1962; Murthy, 
1964; Kramsch et al., 1971; Levene, 1978; Ali & 
Nozaki, 2007). Lev (2006) found Tamaritulus sp.. 
Ocimum spp., Viola sp. and Rosmarinus officinalis used 
for heart conditions in Israel. Plantain {Plantago spp.) 
has well documented cardiac effects (Block et al., 2007. 
Ganji & Kuo, 2008), as do various species of Citrus spp. 
(Raymond et al., 1977, Fukazawa et al., 2004; Lans, 
2006; Miller et al., 2007), while Peperomia spp. and 
Passiflora spp. are often employed as folk remedies in 

the Caribbean (Lans, 2006). 

Conclusions 

The incidence of cardiovascular diseases is rising 
worldwide, as large populations transition from 
traditional to less healthy western style diets. The 
information gained on frequently used traditional 
remedies to treat heart conditions might give some 
leads for future targets for further analysis in order 
to develop new drugs for heart ailments. However, 
more detailed scientific studies are desperately needed 
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to evaluate the efficacy and safety of the remedies 
employed traditionally. 
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